GOETHE   AND   THE   WORLD   OF   TO-DAY
We see then that Goethe's way is at once ancient and modern,
reaching back to popular and gnomic forms that are almost as old
as history, and also re-discovering in the contemporary world the
half-forgotten resources of the spoken word and the vernacular.
There is probably no great writer who has succeeded in convey-
ing so varied and profound a meaning in such simple and widely
intelligible terms. It may not be easy to see what kind of poetry the
coming age has in store for us, but it is difficult to think that
Goethe's kind will be alien to it. The tide is turning, in the English
tradition if not yet in the German, in favour of the natural as
against the artificial basis of poetry and here, with all his differ-
ence, Goethe is at one with our day.
The only barrier that remains between him and his wider public
is that of his mother-tongue to which he was committed willy-
nilly. He had much to say in late life about world-literature as a
pooling of the best the various nations had to offer for the edifi-
cation and the uniting of a greater community transcending the
old boundaries. But he never trifled with thoughts of a world-
language, though the whole bent of his mind would seem to call
for it. He trusted rather, while deeply conscious of the short-
comings of language, to the basic content of good poetry as some-
thing that would come through the ordeal of translation and re-
assert itself in the new medium. Perhaps he did not fully realize
how untranslatable he was, even into a sister-language. It wotdd
seem that the very simplicity and spontaneity that he was master
of is the hardest quality to reproduce in another tongue. This must
be why Dante and Homer have fared so much better at our hands
than he. If this means that there is no satisfactory short-cut to him
and that those who want to read him properly must read him in
his language, it is well to remember that the desire to read him is
in itself a sufficient reason for learning his language and could be
counted on to keep it alive even after all other reasons for learning
it had disappeared.